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Call to Action:

Conservation of Gibbons in Lao PDR
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Gibbons are calling for
your help »
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Gibbons are: Gibbon resources
» arboreal small apes

» Duckworth, JW. 2008. Preliminary

Gibbon Status Review for Lao PDR.
found onIy in the forests of Southeast Asia Fauna & Flora International. Available

mainly fruit eaters

vital to maintaining healthy forest ecosystems
through seed dispersal » IUCN Primate Specialists Group:

indicator species for healthy biodiversity and Www.primate-sg.org
forests

globally threatened » IUCN Red List: www.iucnredlist.org

like humans, living in small tight-knit family
groups, usually with one mother and father, and
having complex social behavior.

» Gibbon Network: www.gibbons.de

Lao PDR is well-known for its rich biodiversity. Among the important and endangered wildlife
of Lao PDR are its gibbons. The calls and songs of its gibbons are a feature of the Lao countryside
nearly everywhere that healthy forests remain.

Status of Gibbons in Lao PDR »

A 2008 review of the status of gibbons in Lao PDR shows that Lao PDR still has good populations of
gibbons relative to other countries in Southeast Asia. Six species of gibbon are found in Lao PDR,
which is second only to Indonesia. All of these species of gibbons appear on the IUCN Red List of
Threatened Species. Lao PDR can thus play an outstanding role in global gibbon
conservation.

In particular, Lao PDR is in a crucial location within the range of the highly threatened genus of
crested gibbons, Nomascus. Crested gibbons are severely threatened in Vietnam and China. Among
those found in Lao PDR, Western Black Crested Gibbons (Nomascus concolor) are classified as
Critically Endangered on the IUCN Red List. Lao PDR is also home to most of the world’s Southern
and Northern White-cheeked Gibbons (Nomascus siki and Nomascus leucogenys), which are classi-
fied as Endangered and Critically Endangered, respectively. White-handed Gibbons (Hylobates lar),
Pileated Gibbons (H. pileatus) and Yellow-cheeked Gibbons (N. Gabriellae) also have small Lao
ranges.

The distribution of
gibbons varies from
place to place and
species to species.
Crested gibbons are
only found east of the
Mekong River. Basi-
cally, Western Black
Crested Gibbons are
found in north-western
Lao PDR; Northern
White-cheeked Gibbons

have been recorded / :

in  northern highland

sites from Phongsali ' ]

Province to Vientiane

Province;  Southern . N ‘ b 1"}
White-cheeked Gibbons An adult pair of Northern White-
are found in the north- . cheeked Gibbons. Note the color dif4,

ern Annamites and
adjacent plains; and a
potentially new species
which has yet to be

ferenc‘lbetw.een males and l'.fﬂnalesf".

(Photo: Fan Pe'nﬁtii, FED
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formally named is found in Savannak-
het and/or Saravan Provinces. White-
handed Gibbons are found in
Xayabouri Province, and Pileated
Gibbons are found in Champassak
Province. Also, Yellow-cheeked
Gibbons are reported in southern
Laos PDR. A map showing the distri-
bution of gibbons in Lao PDR is
presented in Fig 1.
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Perceptions of
Gibbons in Lao PDR »

Gibbons are one of the most
important animals found in the forest.
They not only help to maintain forest
ecosystems by dispersing seeds, they
can also be considered a flagship for
biodiversity conservation, and an
important indicator species for
healthy forests. If we can hear gib- Fig. 1—Map showing distribution
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bons’ songs, then we can consider of gibbons in Lao PDR
the forest to be a healthy forest, be-
cause gibbons are generally found in (Source: Division of Forest

evergreen forests with good tree
cover and low hunting pressure, and
therefore greater biodiversity.

Resources Conservation

In the past, gibbons were found everywhere in Lao PDR. Lao people are said to feel homesick and
nostalgic whenever they hear gibbons’ songs, a symbol of Lao rural areas. Traditionally, it is
considered lucky to hear a gibbon’s song and many Lao villagers did not hunt them for food
because of a belief that they are human as well. Images of gibbons also appear on Lao traditional
weavings.

Gibbons are not crop pests and do not come into any conflict with people. They have a neutral or
positive image among rural people in Lao PDR. There are villages where customary protection from
hunting helps to maintain good gibbon populations, such as Ban San Yayong, Ta Oi District,
Saravanh Province. Although this village lies outside any protected area, here we can often hear
gibbon songs in the morning.

Gibbons are also consistently identified as holding high potential to contribute directly to the Lao
economy through tourism - people enjoy seeing and hearing these beautiful and charming
animals. This potential will disappear if the gibbons do.
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Good forest cover in Lao PDR.
(Photo: S. Chape, IUCN)




Gibbons under Threat »

Traditional beliefs and practices regarding gibbons have now
changed: today, some Lao villagers eat gibbon meat and sell
their bones. Gibbons are susceptible to hunting, as they are easy
to locate from their calls in the morning and fairly visible. The
high demand for wildlife, particularly primates, for medicinal
purposes in markets in Lao PDR and neighboring countries is
resulting in increased wildlife hunting. Gibbon populations have
dramatically decreased and, due to forest loss, have now become
fragmented. In addition to the threats of hunting and habitat loss
there are a number of other factors contributing to low gibbon
populations. Gibbons reach maturity relatively late (at 7 years
old) and have a low reproductive output, with usually one female
per group giving birth to one baby gibbon every two to three
years. Sometimes young female gibbons are excluded from the
group or harmed, further slowing population recovery. Gibbons
are also highly sensitive to disturbances, such as loud noises.

Threats to gibbons include hunting,
capture, habitat loss and disturbance
(Photos: P. Phiapalath, IUCN)

Legally, all gibbons in Lao PDR are protected species.
However, hunting of gibbons still occurs. The hunting of all
gibbons, and possessing them without proper permits, is illegal.
We are very close to losing these iconic and valuable primates
from Lao PDR, but we still have a chance to prevent this loss.

The Needs of Gibbon Conservation »

In order to reverse the rapid decline of the gibbon population, it is necessary to have clear a vision and
take action to support that vision. Some important first steps have already been identified:

First, develop a national action plan for the conservation of Lao PDR'’s gibbons.

Actively protect gibbons at locations with the most potential for their conservation, in cooperation
with local communities.

Raise public awareness of the plight of gibbons and the role they can play as charismatic flagship
species for conservation of Lao PDR’s rich biodiversity.

Strictly enforce the ban on hunting and trading of gibbons. Integrate efforts in all national
protected areas, as well as outside protected areas, if necessary, and ensure that core protected
zones are enforced.

» Improve the understanding of the status of gibbons in Lao PDR, including their range and threats,
and identify potentially new species.

At the national level, a Gibbon Technical Working Group has been established. This Working Group
includes representatives from the Government of Lao PDR and the conservation community, and is
leading the preparation of a national action plan for gibbon conservation.

This national gibbon conservation action plan is the first step in effectively protecting Lao gibbons, not
only for Lao PDR, but also globally. By protecting gibbons in their habitat, we are also protecting the
forests and biodiversity of Lao PDR, which are so important to the country’s future.

For more information on efforts to conserve gibbons in Lao PDR, please contact:

» Division of Forest Resources » International Union for Conservation of Nature,
Conservation (DFRC), Depart- IUCN, Lao PDR Office, PO Box 4340, Vientiane,
ment of Forestry, Ministry of Lao PDR

Agriculture and Forestry (MAF) of

Lao PDR Tel: +856-21-216401
Fax: +856-21-216127

Tel: +856-21-216921 Web: www.iucn.org/lao
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